Childhood obesity has become a major global public health issue. In the United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK), as in many other developed and developing countries, more and more children are becoming overweight and obese, putting them at risk of serious health conditions such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease (CVD) and certain cancers.
In the UK, the School Food Trust (an independent body charged with transforming school food and food skills) has responded to the increasing concern over child obesity by introducing food and nutrient-based standards to improve the quality of food in schools (see http://www. schoolfoodtrust.org.uk/index.asp). Similarly, in the US, recent attention has focused on the need to establish school nutrition standards and to limit access to 'competitive foods'-foods and drinks that compete with the federally reimbursed school meals as a nutrition source. These competitive foods are obtained from a variety of sources, including vending machines, à la carte service in the school canteen, school shops and snack bars. There is mounting concern about the contribution of nutrients and total energy from these foods and drinks to the daily intake of schoolaged children and adolescents.
As a result, over recent years, school nutrition policy initiatives have been introduced at federal, state and local levels. School districts across the US have taken steps towards meeting these guidelines. However, implementation is inconsistent and there are significant differences between policies from individual local education agencies. Thus, to augment the local nutrition policies, the US Congress directed the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to initiate a study with the Institute of Medicine (IOM), to review the evidence for, and make recommendations about, appropriate nutritional standards for foods and drinks offered in US schools. A multidisciplinary committee was convened and the report Nutrition Standards for Food in Schools: Leading the Way Toward Healthier Youth published, in the form of a book.
The book Nutrition Standards for Food in Schools: Leading the Way Toward Healthier Youth summarises the current evidence on the availability and quality of school foods and drinks and synthesizes previous lessons learnt from the National School Lunch and Breakfast Programs, in order to develop nutritional standards. It is extensively referenced and includes occasional diagrams and tables. The book is aimed at being a useful resource for parents, federal and state government agencies, teachers, health professionals, food manufacturers and the media, as well as those involved in consumer advocacy. Although the report is based on experiences from the US, it will certainly provide useful information for the UK school system. Chapter 1, entitled 'Committee task and guiding principles', describes the approach the committee took to developing the nutrition standards, including setting out a list of 'guiding principles' to support the development of the standards. These guiding principles were produced by reviewing the relevant evidence for the need for a healthy eating environment for children, based primarily on the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, which provide comprehensive, science-based advice to promote health and reduce the risk of major chronic disease, for the US population aged two years and above through diet and physical activity. Ten 'guiding principles', as well as the rationale behind each principle, are presented in the book. The guiding principles describe how the quality of nutritional intake has a profound impact on many health issues and, by improving childhood nutritional status the future health of the US will improve, by way of reducing individual risk factors for nutrition-related chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, CVD, osteoporosis and dental caries.
Chapter 2, 'Nutrition-related health concerns, dietary intakes, and eating behaviours of children and adolescents', examines in more detail nutrition-related chronic diseases, current food and nutrient intakes, and trends in eating behaviours of children and adolescents in the US over the past four decades. This chapter also looks at socioeconomic factors affecting health and dietary intake and outlines the Chapter 3, 'The school environment', describes the complex way in which competitive foods are linked to the school environment and how different school conditions can lead to quite different patterns of intake and use. This chapter also suggests that regulation of competitive foods and drinks may have different outcomes, depending on the school's circumstances. For example, some schools have inadequate space to serve all their students in the cafeteria during busy lunch times. As a result, schools have resorted to starting the lunchtime much earlier than the students may want. This may encourage students to use alternative food outlets, such as vending machines. The importance of consistent messages from the curriculum to reinforce healthy food choices is highlighted.
Chapter 4, 'Foods and drinks sold outside the school meal program: federal, state, local, and industry initiatives', provides an in-depth background to the history of federal legislation and regulation of competitive foods and drinks. This chapter examines recent federal, state, local and industry policy initiatives related to these foods and drinks in schools.
Chapter 5, 'Recommended standards and actions for competitive foods in schools', presents the committee's recommendations on the nutrition standards for competitive foods and drinks in schools. The committee concludes that federally reimbursable school nutrition programmes should be the main source of nutrition provided at schools, and competitive foods should be limited. However, if competitive foods are available, they should include nutritious fruits, vegetables, whole grains and low-fat dairy products, as consistent with the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans. In contrast, vending machines are rarely found in primary schools in the UK, and the products offered in secondary schools are already closely regulated.
Chapter 6, 'Next steps', provides a framework and a set of benchmarks upon which a complete implementation and evaluation plan can be developed. Such a framework is useful in tracking the progress, and for resolving any issues that may arise in the implementation process of the nutrition standards.
The final part of the report comprises a comprehensive appendix with a glossary, a table showing the energy requirements for boys and girls in the US, and the nutrition standards for competitive foods in elementary, middle or high schools in the US, set by each US state. It also provides guidelines for the provision of competitive foods and drinks in schools.
Overall, this book is a useful resource for anyone requiring an insight into US nutritional standards and federal policy in US schools. The book addresses issues that are highly relevant to the UK at the moment, for example with regard to extended services (such as breakfast clubs and after-school activities), and considers how to reconcile traditional fundraising drives with healthy eating messages. These messages are consistent with the Healthy Schools Programme in England and the European Network of Health Promoting Schools. This report is a welcome addition to the information currently available on school food standards, and serves to raise the profile of school food by highlighting its importance in this current global obesity epidemic.
